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THE THYMUS
Introductory. With regard to the thymus as an endocrine gland,
little is known either of its normal functions or of the part played
by it in conditions of disease. The small round-cells which constitute
a large proportion of the active thymus, are now generally accepted
as cells of the lymphocyte class, which have invaded the epithelial
cells constituting the thymus rudiment. Some observers, however,
still hold that they are derivatives of the epithelial cells, and thus
essentially different in nature from lymphocytes. In either case,
however, one must recognise that an important part of the thymus"
consists of epithelial cells, namely those of EassalTs corpuscles and
those which form the reticular tissue ; and that, they are not develop-
mental remains but undergo increase in number after birth and
especially in conditions of hyperplasia. The absence in the thymus
of germ centres and the lymph paths and sinuses of lymph nodes
is also a noteworthy point. In view alike of its origin, its structure,
and its reactions, the thymus cannot be regarded merely as a mass of
lymphoid tissue, but it is noteworthy that it behaves similarly to the
lymphoid tissues hi involuting under the influence of adrenal gluco-
corticoid hormones. Although the weight of the gland in relation to
that of the body is greatest at the time of birth, the gland afterwards
undergoes a steady increase in size and the maximum actual weight
occurs about the fifteenth year. Thereafter involution sets in, arid
it is to be noted that the beginning of this is related to puberty and
not to the completed growth of the body. This fact suggests an
intimate" relationship between the thymus and the gonads, and experi-
mental restdts have confirmed such a view. It has been shown that
castration of young male animals prevents the usual involution of the
thymus. The converse experiment, removal of the thymus, has given
contradictory results. Some experimenters have found that hyper-
trophy of the testes follows, whilst others record atrophic change with
increase of the interstitial cells. As will be described below, abnormal
enlargement of the thymus or persistence of the thymus is sometimes
accompanied by hypoplasia of the genital glands.
The following weights (in grammes) of the thymus at different periods 0f Hfe
are given by Hammar. The figures within brackets are the weights of tfee paren-
chyma alone. At birth, 13-26 (12-33); 1-5 years, 22-98 (19-2$}; 6-10 years,
26-10 (22-08); 11-15 years, 37-52 (25-18) ; 16-20 years, 25*58 (12-71); 21-25
years, 24*73 (4-95); 26-35 years, 19-87 (3-87); 36-45 years, 1S-27 (2-89); 46-55
years, 12-85 (1-48).
Bowntree and his fellow-workers found that when thymus extract is adminis-
tered by intraperitoneal injections to rats in successive generations, there occurs
' acceleration in the rts&e<of growth and development, whilst the-onset of adolescence
is hastened ; the young Tats breed at an easBer age tlim the controls and have
larger litters. The condition produced 5s essentially one of precocity ; there is
no increase in the ultimate size of the adults. Later results have shown that
injection of the females alone is effective in producing precocity. These changes,
slight at first, increase in successive generations and ultimately, about the seventh
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